
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


"Connecting the Bots" by Joe Zeigler is a captivating novel that delves into the intricate world of technology and artificial intelligence. The story revolves around Gordon Carillon, a brilliant computer scientist, and his journey from a promising career to becoming the Chief Technology Officer at Fauxbook, a leading social media startup1.

The novel is rich in character development, with Gordon's early career and personal life providing a strong foundation for the narrative1. The rise of Fauxbook and the challenges it faces due to advanced AI bots created by Leif Gustafson add layers of complexity and intrigue1. The plot is engaging, with twists and turns that keep the reader invested in the story.

One of the standout aspects of the novel is its exploration of ethical dilemmas and the impact of technology on society. The characters are well-developed, and their interactions are both realistic and thought-provoking1. The narrative is well-paced, with a good balance of technical details and human emotions.

Overall, "Connecting the Bots" is a compelling read for anyone interested in technology, AI, and the ethical implications of innovation. Joe Zeigler has crafted a thought-provoking and engaging novel that will leave readers pondering the future of technology and its impact on our lives.
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​Prologue
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Gordon was distraught. I should warn them, he thought. What is the purpose? The knowledge would cause panic and anger. Righteous anger at the people, like me—especially me—who helped to create this abhorrence.

The burden of his involvement in this tangled web of deceit and obliviousness weighed heavily on his conscience, leaving him ensnared in his own machinations. Jon, with his steady demeanor and calm approach, might know how to handle the situation. But Jon had dismissed Leif’s warnings. He would reject my concerns as well.
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Chapter 1
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Though he’d designed several computers, software was Gordon Carillon’s prime interest. The instructions that brought computers to life. Santa bought Gordon’s first computer, an Altair, while he was in high school, and he advanced rapidly. For Gordon, computers were logical, simple, and honest. But there was a surprise over the horizon.

While pursuing his PhD, and after graduation, Gordon worked with Jay Forest, the renowned computer engineer and systems scientist. Under Forest’s mentorship, Gordon honed his skills in system dynamics and advanced computing, becoming a vital part of groundbreaking research projects that shaped his career and computer science. During these years, Gordon also found time for his personal life. He married a vibrant woman, Emily, whose quick wit and deep empathy complemented his analytical mind. Together, they built a life filled with love, laughter, and intellectual curiosity. Over the years, their home became lively and chaotic, with three children—two sons, Alex and Daniel, and a daughter, Lily. Each child inherited a unique blend of their parents’ qualities, creating a household that thrived on debates, discoveries, and occasional mischief.

Five years later, it was Saturday. Gordon was relaxing on the porch of his house, sipping Knob Creek on the rocks, when a police car pulled up. An officer in uniform and a lady wearing a suit. “Mister Carillon,” the lady said, “may we come up?”

“Of course.” Gordon wondered what this was about.

The officers climbed the stairs to the covered porch of the ancient farmhouse. The uniformed officer hung back as the lady stood before Gordon, who rose. “I am detective Kirby, and this is officer Farmer.”

“Pleased to meet you. What can I do for you? Would you like some lemonade?”

“Mister Carillon, please sit down,” she said.

He let out a sigh, perhaps a moan. Oh God, this sounds like bad news.

“There’s no easy way to say this, Mister Carillon,” she said slowly, regretting every word. “Your wife and three children have been killed in an automobile accident.”

“What happened?” he asked, feeling he was obliged to say something.

“A drunk driver left his lane and ran into her car. The impact knocked her off the road and into a tree. I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.”

Need a companion? Shall I call someone? It’s a good idea to have family or a friend at a time like this.”

Gordon couldn’t find it in himself to reply, so he nodded and hoped they’d leave. They had delivered their news. Go away! The life he’d built was crumbling around him, and there was no way to stop it. His brain insisted on flashing pictures of his family.

Devastated, Gordon left M.I.T. and was recruited by a three-letter government agency. He thought it was a chance to kill someone. After years of service, still restless and seeking solace, he left to become part of a start-up computer hardware company in Maynard, which was highly successful—until it wasn’t.

Next, he became a professor emeritus and part-time lecturer at M.I.T. He resurrected the computer lab in his barn to continue his research. There remained a lot to be learned about digital logic and beyond. Gordon recruited a team of young computer scientists and engineers. He would employ, with his funds, five people, a mix of interns, some part-time, some remote, and two full-time employees. His recruits included Alex Cromwell from M.I.T., Terry Carpenter from Hartford, Larry Johnson from Carnegie Mellon, and Carol Fisher at Berkeley, the latter two working remotely. He also employed a young lady with an associate degree in computer technology to do the grunt work. He expected the group would move on to the tech industry in California when they graduated, but was having fun in the interim.

While his lab was running, he was granted 56 patents. Most were money makers. He found himself comparing his accomplishments to Edison and was embarrassed. Of course, he told no one about his hubris, though the thought brought a smile to his lips. At least I don’t think I’m Einstein.

A year later, opportunity again presented itself with a call from Jonneth (Jon) Johnson, who offered him a job as Chief Technology Officer at a startup, Fauxbook. Jon promised it would become the most successful social media company ever built.

“I’m very happy where I am,” Gordon replied. “I’ve assembled a very competent team. My lab has several lucrative patents, and we’re working on more.”

“I understand,” Jon replied. “I wouldn’t want you if you were any less than a tremendous success. Let me put it to you this way: would you like to continue with a small successful operation, or would you like to join me in changing the world? And it would be great if you brought your people with you.” There was silence. “Gord, are you there?”

“I’m thinking, wait,” Jon waited.

It’s an appealing idea, a chance to get back into the big game without having to move to California.

“I’ll put the proposal to my people. Meanwhile, I’ll send over a bio for each of my people, and you reply with a detailed offer, including my offer.”

“Fair enough,” Jon replied.

At the ten-a.m. meeting, Gordon explained the situation to the team. Questions arose.

“Well, we’ll just put it to him in your bios. If he can’t deal with it, that’s it. This team operates under the motto: “No man left behind.”

“Or woman,” Carol said, surprised but reassured by Gordon’s words.

It was a week before they assembled all the updated bios. Jon had called twice, anxious.

“Gord, I need the paper. This is moving fast, and I need to plan.”

“Patience, Jon, everything takes time. I’ll light a fire under them.”

“I’d appreciate that, Gord. Thank you.”

In good time, the bios were created and sent to Jon. He replied in less than two hours with employment offers for everyone; excellent offers—beyond good.

Excited to follow Gordon to the new venture, especially given the company’s potential.

Maynard, practically next door. It seemed ironic to Gordon that Fauxbook had parched the building previously occupied by the computer company he’d helped found. The company had made mistakes and was bought by Compaq, which moved the operations to Texas. To sweeten the deal, Jon had offered stock and further options, plus bonus stock options if they met their goals.

“My reputation ensures all the venture capital we’ll need at little cost. We’ll keep most shares.

Jon was eager to recruit Gordon, and his team of bright young people was a bonus. He knew startups often failed and believed the cause was the founders. Jon learned startups attract two kinds: creatives (most) and business/marketing types (bean counters). Companies rarely possessed both. Jon, a great business mind, knew that his new company needed Gordon, the most creative computer scientist in a generation. With a heavy heart, Gordon reluctantly left the small research center that he had nurtured and held complete authority over. This was a chance to rejoin the fray. Unaware, he stumbled into a global existential crisis.

Jon met Gordon in the administration’s lobby building, greeting him with a firm handshake. Jon was a big man with simple needs. He still drove a ten-year-old Ford and lived in the same house for forty years, where he and his wife raised their two boys.

“Come, I’ll show you your office and give you a tour.”

“This bridge connects to the programing building.” They entered a balcony which overlooked the first floor populated with people staring into computer screens. “The floor above has offices which no one uses. People consider them presumptuous.

A tow-haired young man stood and towered over Gordon. Extending his hand, he said, “Professor Carillon, I’m proud to meet you. Your accomplishments precede you. I’m looking forward to working with you.”

“Thank you. I’ve heard good things about you.”

“Food,” Jon said, leading the way to the cafeteria.

The cafeteria was bright and open, with sunlight streaming through tall glass windows. Long tables encouraged group interaction, while smaller tables offered individual space. Global cuisine and freshly brewed coffee perfumed the air.

The food was diverse, numerous food stations offering a taste of many cultures. There were salads with crisp greens and vibrant vegetables, alongside sandwiches piled high with fresh ingredients. You could choose from Italian pasta with rich sauces, spicy Mexican tacos filled with seasoned meats or beans, and warm bowls of fragrant Thai curry with hints of lemongrass and coconut.

Japanese sushi rolls were fresh fish and vegetables, while Mediterranean options featured Greek salads with olives and feta, or Middle Eastern falafel served with hummus and warm pita. Indian dishes included tender chicken tikka or a comforting lentil dal, fragrant with spices, and there were Chinese stir-fried vegetables, noodles, and Korean bibimbap with its colorful mix of rice, meat, and vegetables topped with a fried egg.

For those wanting something lighter, there were fresh fruits, yogurt, and grains, all prepared with care. The food was filling, yet light—fresh, straightforward, each dish a taste of the world. A place where you could eat well, think clearly, and keep moving forward.

“And it’s included as a benefit,” Jon said.

“Free?”

“Nothing’s free. It’s deducted from your salary,” Jon said, smiling. “I’m glad you and your team are here. I want to create a company culture that fosters innovation aimed at building an engineer’s paradise” with an open, university-like atmosphere that attracts top talent and encourages creative thinking.”

Overall, my goals centers on technical innovation, creating a positive and empowering work culture, and developing more accessible social system for a broad range of users.”

“Yes Jon,” Gordon said with a wide smile, “we’ve discussed your plan, and I couldn’t be more delighted to be a part of it, as are the kids.”

“And we’ll all make a lot of money.” Jon said. Gordon nodded; a bit offended. He walked Jon into the hall. “I’d like you to get to meet with the programming staff as soon as possible. You are their leader. They will bring you up to date on current projects and problems.” Jon avoided talking about kids or family.

When Gordon returned to his new office, Joan Ayers, Gordon’s secretary, was in place at her desk. “Ms. Ayers, please arrange a meeting with Lief. He’s in programming.”

“Yes sir. I know who Lief is.”

Within minutes Leif appeared in Gordon’s doorway, stifling his disappointment at not being named CTO. “Mister Gustafson,” Gordon greeted him, “that was fast, thank you.”

Leif stepped into the Administration building’s office, a short distance from Jon’s. The meeting did not intimidate him; he was aware of his worth. Leif’s mind raced with questions, eagerly seeking answers. He knew Gordon by reputation, but this was his first encounter with the great man.

“Yes, sir Mister Carillon, I’m just in the next building—programming.”

“Well, come in and sit down.,” Gordon indicated a sofa opposite his new desk. “You may refer to me as Gordon. Jon calls me Gord, but I much prefer Gordon, if you don’t mind.”

“Yes, sir,” Lief replied as he moved to sit. “And I am Lief or Mudge.”

“Would you like anything, coffee?”

“I’m fine, sir.”

“Mudge is your hacker name,” Gordon said as a fact.

“Yes, sir.”

Midge’s reputation precedes him, albeit negatively.

“Yes, sir.” He was unconcerned.

Gordon smiled and waved his hand, showing it was of no consequence. “As you know, we’re constructing what we hope will be a defining social network. Millions, possibly billions, will use this; launch is coming soon.

“Yes, sir, I am aware.”

“There are two parts, hardware and software. You, I, and the team are tasked with the software side. I would like to task you with testing the software and the hardware side. I’m concerned we may be more successful than we are prepared for. It wouldn’t be ideal to encounter a denial of service (DOS) caused by system overload on the first day.

“No sir, bad.”

“Gordon, please.”

“What’s on your mind, Gordon, sir?”” Leif was more relaxed; having been sitting on the edge of his seat, he leaned back into the comfort of the couch.

We might devise an unsolvable mathematical problem—division by zero, galactic motion, or calculating Pi—but this would only strain the hardware. I envision a system-wide stress test, mirroring user behavior.

He already knows what he wants; he’s manipulating me to come up with it myself. “What do you have in mind?”

“We need to emulate users, lots of users, and see if the system will hold up.”

There he goes again; he wants me to think of it. People work harder if they believe it’s their idea.

“We need software robots, Bots, that mimic users. We’ll make however many you need.

“And they will burden the system?”

Okay, this is getting a bit much. “Professor Carillon, are you messing with me, or do you think I’m stupid?” he asked, tensing up.

Gordon, who also spoke his mind, chortled. “Yes, I’m messing with you. No, I don’t think you are stupid, and yes, I’m thinking Bots. I’d like you to address me as Gordon.”

Leif relaxed. “That’s the obvious solution.” “I can do that. In fact, I’ve already started.”

“Tell me about it.”

Leif paused and moved to the edge of his seat. “I’ve written a program that emulates users and is self-replicating to infinity. It will stress the system to fail. The failure point will then be clear.

“That sounds like exactly what we want,” Gordon replied. “However, I have to ask you, how do we get rid of them once they’ve done their job?”

Leif smiled, finding himself liking this man. “I’m working on that.”

***
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Gordon transferred his select barn workers from Fauxbook HQ to a house within Mill’s property. Its age paralleled the Mill’s, probably first home to the manager. It would now be the home of Gordon’s Skunkworks, working just outside the Fauxbook bureaucracy.

With Jonneth gone, Gordon bore sad witness to the bean counters taking over Jon’s power sans Jon’s vision. In his experience, it was the fate of most businesses, though it happened sooner than Gordon had expected. Gordon was determined to preserve some creativity regardless, and he hoped to do it with his skunkworks.

***
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Fauxbook launched a year prior. Jon felt a serene calmness envelop him as he effortlessly navigated his car through the winding path of his driveway. The smell of cut hay whiffed in the open windows.

Leif’s tiresome doomsday pronouncements did little to hinder the company’s success.

He slowed for the sharp turn around the phone pole. The estate sprawled out before him, with the distant barn casting a long shadow in the fading light. Jon Johnson, the visionary behind Fauxbook, never imagined he was dancing with the devil.

A sudden, fierce light split the dusk—a flare as if the night itself had caught fire. The pole erupted in a cascade of sparks and flames. A flash of fire consumed the car and everything it touched.

And then, as quickly as it had erupted, the tumult receded. The fire dimmed, leaving behind only the ghost of its wrath as smoldering embers and a silence so profound it felt like a rebuke. The world felt remote.

Leif’s own creatures framed him and caused his conviction twice. Sentenced for the first attempt on Jon’s life, they had pardoned him at Jon’s request to return and gain control of the Bots. When the second murder attempt proved successful, Leif’s fate was sealed. Accused and convicted of murder, they sentenced him to life without parole. Jon would be missed more than anyone knew.

The Bots were in control, and Gordon knew it, but there was little he could do. If he revealed his suspicions and tried to free Leif, no one would believe him.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​
Chapter 2
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Leif’s eight-by-ten cell did not make him unhappy. He’d enjoyed his own company and was used to the smell of the prison, which was like an NFL locker room after the game. Friends sent him books, lots of books. The tomes lining the walls infringed on his space. When his small, barred, single window was threatened, he donated the excess to the prison library.

This led to the relative freedom of working in the prison library and teaching fellow inmates Computer Science. He was happy to spend time off “Life Row.” He wasn’t on “Death Row,” as they had only sentenced him to life after being convicted for the murder of Jonneth Johnson, founder of Fauxbook. Ironically, the court was misled by Leif’s own creation, the Bots. Hoisted on my own petard, he thought, smiling.

They housed him among the other prisoners sentenced to life; it wasn’t felicitous as they were mostly vile people, and more than a few bat-shit crazy. The latter would scream obscenities day and night. It was unpleasant.

Of the top ten software engineers in the world, perhaps the best was Lief. Even the best makes mistakes, as Leif did in creating a monster intent on destroying what makes us human. Before he could correct his error, he found himself in a cell, sentenced to life in prison with no Internet.

His new freedom within the prison pleased him. His body enjoyed its newfound emancipation. However, his mind was bored by the tedium of the small library and the stupidity of his students. Leif knew most criminals were dim, but these guys were beyond the pale. The joylessness of teaching the unteachable was painful. He also felt guilt for creating the Frankenstein monster and frustration at being unable to do anything about it.

His mind was free, his body was not, and confinement in the cell engendered an unpleasant feeling of claustrophobia.

It was time to break out.

***
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As Gordon Carillon and Leif worried, Fauxbook was preoccupied with a celebration of itself. The annual users’ group convention was underway in Boston, and Boston was ready. There were four cruise ships tied up to the docks in the harbor expect a shortfall in hotel rooms for twenty miles around the city. Two Hundred Clarendon, once the John Hancock building, AKA the Plywood Palace, was festooned with Fauxbook banners covering all sides from its 790-foot peak to ground level, as were all the tall buildings in the city. Many of the restaurants adopted Fauxbook motifs to attract the revelers. Restaurants had waiting lines of up to two hours. Sidewalk food trucks took up the slack, offering everything from sushi to Fauxbook Burgers. The event had transformed Boston into Fauxbook City for the convention week. It was wonderfully exciting.

The mayor suspended liquor laws for the duration, and offerings of libations were ubiquitous. Drunks walked the street praising the five-year-old company that had brought them so much of what they wanted. To many, Fauxbook marked the end of loneliness; there was always someone online to have an exchange with, while a considerable number of users employed it as a podium to emblazon their beliefs, especially obscure ideas, nonsense, and conspiracy theories.

People no longer felt isolated. On Fauxbook, every saint and sinner had a human connection, friend, and follower. The algorithms, subroutines, were premeditated to hold users’ attention and expose users to only those who agreed with their predilections, ensuring their participation and exposure to targeted ads. Fauxbook fostered the belief that everyone agreed with them. The loonies were no longer alone.

There were many other reasons for their adoration of Fauxbook; whatever the user needed was available. So many were here today to celebrate and worship Fauxbook; there was a danger of compression asphyxia as the multitudes filled the streets.

The assemblage of bodies formed distinct groups; the event had five major groups conjoined. Fauxbook users were the fodder. They were oblivious as they put their entire lives out there without a thought about where the data would go. They were desperate for impersonal social connections, faux or not. Then there were advertisers from which the company derived a substantial percentage of its profits. The advertisers were only interested in clicks and analytics to set up tracking capabilities. Trackable goals include increased website visits, the number of downloads, more social media followers, and, of course, increased sales. To add to the crowd were those attending because of the business opportunities Fauxbook created. A smaller group was the data miners. Developers, Fauxbook employees, and platform users, who are least interesting, formed the final group.

Each advertiser was assigned a Fauxbook Vice President to cater to their needs. The company had even flown a gaggle of ladies in from Pahrump. No less critical to Fauxbook’s flow of money were the data purchasers who were also assigned shepherds. They spent most of the week in seminars explaining the various data packages Fauxbook offered.

Information about Fauxbook users could be bought by location, age, sexual preferences, buying habits, and income. The list went on at various prices; it was a menu of users’ personal information. Fauxbook knew everything about almost everyone and was expanding.

***
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Carol and the rest of Gordon’s team were in the Seaport Hotel overlooking Boston Harbor and backed by impressive city views. Fauxbook engaged the entire hotel every year, as well as the Symphony of the Seas tied up to the Commonwealth Pier. The ship supplied food and shelter for almost seven thousand Fauxbook employees during the event.

All attendees had to fill out a survey. There was no charge to attend the event other than your privacy. The company meticulously collected data on their experience, satisfaction, personal information, and suggestions. It was a long document.

Carol was in the Hotel’s five-bedroom penthouse suite, which she shared with Gordon, Alex, and the other members of the team. Jeff Hoover, the new president of Fauxbook, reserved the main bedroom. Jeff and his wife Mary planned to use a company helicopter each morning to commute, as the couple preferred the comfort of their own home at night. To freshen up and take an afternoon break, they would use the suite in the hotel. They intended to invite significant customers to discuss future business plans and opportunities. During these meetings, the underlings would be expected to make themselves scarce.

Most of the outside walls of the suite were glass. Carol stood, looking down in awe at the masses of people. The size of this event had risen exponentially over the years.

The door to the suite opened, and Alex wheeled in, riding his standard old basic wheelchair. She’d heard rumors he had designed an incredible chair capable of remarkable things, but he’d not built it.

Why does he confine himself to this primitive device? She wondered as he wheeled himself towards her.

As he moved toward her, the wheels squeaking on the polished tile floor, she sat down. She wasn’t comfortable looking down on him. But he didn’t seem to mind.

“Hey, what do you see?” he asked as he stopped beside her and followed her gaze.

“A lot of people are having a good time,” she shrugged, leaning back into the chair, and seeing the commotion below. “The crowd is enormous. How did you get here through the throng of people?”

“Oh, I took the helicopter to the roof. The company has a medivac version that accommodates wheelchairs. I’d never make it through that horde. The number of people on the streets is crazy.”

Carol nodded. “I see people abandoning their cars because traffic isn’t going anywhere. The few police officers I can see seem isolated and helpless in the crowd.”

“Well,” Alex continued, as he plucked an apple from the fruit bowl on the side table, “they’re most likely abandoning rental cars, so no worries. Everyone’s having a good time.”

Carol frowned; the crowd was getting rowdy.

“It seems out of control down there. It scares me.”

“Control is an interesting word,” he commented, biting into his apple. “Is control a good thing?”

Carol turned and looked at him; it was a thought to be considered. The question hung in the air as she considered what he’d said.

“They might hurt themselves,” she countered.

“Yes,” he smiled, “we must do anything necessary to avoid allowing people to hurt themselves. Higher railings come to mind.”

Carol rolled her eyes at Alex’s remark, grabbing a grape from the bowl as she changed the topic. He’s teasing me, for sure.

“Are there any seminars that interest you?”

Alex nodded, throwing the apple core into the trash before turning back to Carol.

“There are, but I’m limiting myself to those at the Mill,” he replied, as he gestured to the crowd below. “It looks dangerous down there, especially for a low-lying person. Besides, the more technical ones are at the Mill. If you’d like, we can catch a helicopter after lunch. They’re running now, ferrying people.”

“Let’s do that. Do you have to request the medivac?”

“I could, but it will be one in six anyway, and I’d rather wait than disrupt the flow. The mean wait for the sixth plane is just a few minutes. And we can people-watch.”

“You can do plenty of people-watching from up here,” Carol laughed.

“Okay, let’s eat.”

“You just had an apple.”

Now it was Alex’s turn to roll his eyes as he grabbed the menu off the table and threw a grape at Carol. “We’ll get room service.”

Mary was a Catholic. She claimed to have always been Catholic and embellished the tale with stories of childhood piety. Her adopted church was the largest in Boston, and she quickly became its matron through force of personality and significant monetary contributions. Married to Jeff Hoover, the new president of Fauxbook, her fortunes had risen with his making her contributions possible, and her influence in the church and society grew.
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Saint Mary’s Church of the Risen Christ was not the oldest or oldest standing church, as the latter honor goes to the Old North Church, where Paul Revere, William Dawes, and Samuel Prescott launched their famous rides of warning.

The church seated 1,700 people and was over 300 feet long and 100 feet wide, much larger, and wealthier than the Old North Church. Completed in 1875, this Gothic Revival style building is quite old in the Americas. It didn’t hurt that Mary felt the church was her namesake.

Saint Mary’s had the distinction of being the wealthiest church in Boston. The land was a grant to Chester Holloway, an English earl, from Queen Anne in 1705. It stayed in the family’s hands until 1874, when it was bequeathed to the church. The church became land rich, sporting its own real estate arm, and a diversified portfolio of over six billion dollars. Being tax-exempt helped. The church could use the city’s infrastructure without having to contribute. The original 215 acres dwindled over the years to only fourteen acres, the sales adding to the church’s wealth. Fourteen acres was still a considerable amount of land in the heart of Boston.

Regardless of its net worth, Mary’s contribution of $100,000,000 did not go unnoticed. A renovation project estimated to cost $110,000,000 was started at once after Mary’s check cleared. The church was confident in obtaining a discount from the builder, a deacon, and his son, an altar boy.

Mary had married Jeff Hoover in Saint Mary’s shortly after he assumed the helm of Fauxbook. It was a transformation for both. With Jon’s death, Jeff had risen from an outcast within the company to supreme power through bureaucratic manipulation and murder.

Jon treated his creation as his child, but the new president was different. He treated it as a show dog, working the creature while he collected the prize. Bean counters had taken over the company - a death knell.

After marrying Jeff, she earned a black belt in karate and joined many influential groups such as the Daughters of the American Revolution and Christian Identity. She joined the choir and sat on the board of six charity organizations. She had taken a special interest in helping battered women.

Mary had simultaneously found Jesus, conservative politics, and founded an old New England family, and though her new family was light on children, she supported the illusion. Jeff had three with his earlier wife. But his ex-wife had custody. Considering the circumstances of their parents’ divorce, they hated him, and he had minimal visitation rights, which he rarely invoked. Mary thought that a blessing as the kids didn’t like her, despite what she felt was a clear obligation to honor her as their new mother. They were aware of the competition for their father’s attention.

While not conventionally beautiful, there was a mesmerizing quality about her. At five feet tall, she had flowing brown hair that fell to her waist, and legs that extended to the floor, as men often remarked. She had a pleasant face, though nothing special, and a big nose. Body, not perfect, but well-proportioned. She had an undeniable sexual aura. Her posture and body language screamed sensuality. Seeing her ignited desire, which she cunningly exploited. She had no intention of putting her perfect body through childbirth. She found the idea of breastfeeding repulsive. And the idea of stretching the muscles she exercised so diligently was inconceivable.

***
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It was Sunday. After suffering through a pious sermon on marriage, wives submit to their husbands as to the Lord, and a life lived for the glory of God during which she kept a reverent smile, she stood at the door with Father O’Grady blessing and praising the parishioners as they exited. In a different faith, she would have been mistaken for his wife. A portly man in his mid-fifties, he had the typical circle of balding on the back of his head caused by Alopecia Areata, which he combed over. He wore more than the normal amount of gold jewelry, which included a large crucifix that hung on a long gold chain over his rotund belly. He was born in Atrani, Italy, a small fishing village of just 1,000 residents, just two hours south of u. This endured him to the church in a couple of ways.

As a teenager, he would spend time with the men visiting Amalfi, a bustling holiday spot with a steam bath close to Atrani. He was very popular, and many of his influential friends wrote letters of recommendation when he applied to be admitted to the Collegiate Church of St. Mary Magdalene seminary. Soon, he began his studies to become a priest.

Mary was glad you came, and it was good to see you here.

The smaller entrance to the enormous church framed her perfectly. In juxtaposition, the bulk of the building encompassed the recessed door rising above, composed of pointed arches, each recessed in three dimensions. The building was impressive, even awe-inspiring. The arches repeated further inside the theme of native gray stone. Upon crossing the threshold, worshipers found themselves surrounded by pointed stone arches of all sizes, each reaching upward toward God and salvation.

The departing parishioners mistook Mary’s smile for one of kindness as she basked in the accolades. Father O’Grady shook hands and whispered words of comfort to the church members as they left. For two decades, he served as the priest at Saint Mary’s and knew his congregation intimately. Their woes, joys, and foibles. He had an individual word for each as he subtly deferred to Mary.

She had been a church member for only a year but had quickly ferreted out its secrets, including Father O’Grady’s most closely held. She wielded power delicately. In particular, she supported the priest’s holiness and righteousness. He purported himself to be caring, compassionate, and understanding. They looked up to him as a role model–especially for young children with whom he spent a lot of time. Mary sang his praises while leaving room for doubt. She conveyed she had secrets; secrets were power. Or, perhaps, she only had suspicions; who knew?

At the bottom of the steps, Jeff chatted with a local banker while he waited for Mary. The banker was prattling on about the services a local bank could provide, as opposed to a large international bank.

The sermon had been lengthy and tiresome. O’Grady spewed forth on family values. He lamented they had lost much to the secular world. Women’s failure to submit to their husbands as the Bible commanded occupied a full ten minutes. Jeff enjoyed that section, casting a surreptitious glance at Mary while realizing re-education was unrealistic.

Mary saw that Mrs. Alice Bigham had hung back with a small child, perhaps eight, by her side.

“Alice, come over,” she beckoned, “and who is this little man here?”

Mary patted the boy on his head.

“Bobby, say hello to Mrs. Hoover. She’s an important lady. Mary, this is my son Bobby. I’ve spoken to you about him; he hopes to serve God as an altar boy.”

“Yes, yes, I remember. That’s wonderful,” Mary replied.

He was a small blond child dressed in his Sunday best with uncertain blue eyes, freshly washed, soft blonde hair, and a shy smile. “Stand by me briefly. "After the other parishioners left, Mary approached Father O’Grady. “Father, I’d like you to meet Bobby Bigham and his mother, Mrs. Alice Bigham. Bobby would like to serve as an altar boy.”

O’Grady looked down at the blond-haired, blue-eyed blond boy, extended his hand, and smiled.

“Good to meet you, young man,” he said before glancing over at Mary. “I’m pleased.”

“I’m glad you approve,” Mary replied with a nod. “I’ve told him and his mother your practice is to visit with the applicants in your study for a couple of hours to measure their merit.”

“I will assess him,” he said, letting go of Bobby’s hand and grasping Mrs. Bigham’s, “to decide if Bobby is suitable to serve.”

Mary assured Alice, taking her hand and guiding her down the steps while Father O’Grady led the boy to the rectory.

“Thank you for arranging this,” Alice said, her gaze shifting from her son to Mary. “It will mean so much to Bobby and to his future.”

“I’m sure he will do fine,” Mary replied, smiling sweetly.

Watching from the sidewalk below, Jeff interpreted the smile somewhat differently, like the cat who had just eaten the canary.
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Chapter 4
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Alex moved easily from his penthouse apartment and down the snow-dusted street to the looming headquarters of Fauxbook.

This company had become the dominant influence in the town, the state, social media, and the entire world. The sidewalk was slippery. Yesterday’s snow melted afternoon, freezing overnight. First, one wheel of his chair would slip, then the other. Alex was skilled and avoided disaster. His was a basic wheelchair like those provided by Medicaid. There were better chairs, stabilized, motorized, customized, and above. He e8nven had a design that would climb stairs. But this would do, he decided. Alex had never upgraded, though Carol often wondered why.

A friend had spent hours researching wheelchairs that would be perfect for him. He thanked her for her suggestions and then politely changed the subject. He was self-aware enough to realize he didn’t know why. An advanced chair would be an admission that his situation was permanent. However, he was not sure that was the answer either. He tried not to think about it.

***
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It had been a remarkable climb for an Iowa farm boy from Roosevelt Springs. His father, Roosevelt, had influenced Alex’s life, but he grew past Rosey’s philosophy as he became older.

Roosevelt hated his name and took the nickname Rosey in defiance. “And I can wear pink!” He often proclaimed, “There’s no doubt about my manhood.”

Rosey’s parents had been democrats, hence the name Roosevelt. Times changed; thus, Rosey concluded the family should embrace conservative Republicanism. The 1960s saw a shift in the American South towards Republicanism, fundamentalism, and conservatism—a change Rosey deemed satisfactory. Alex, just ten, was confused, more than confused, shocked. The world seemed to have flipped on its axis. He’d lived his whole life under the current US President’s rule. He had known no other. The world was stable and unchanging, he thought. Once,  good represented good,  bad, bad. In an instant, the bad turned good while his faith in goodness turned bad. He never recovered from the moral conundrum. He wondered, are beliefs that fungible? It was a lesson he would carry for the rest of his life.

***
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Descendants of the original settlers worked the family’s 2,000-acre farm since 1839. Alex’s father had inherited it from his father and back through the years.

The family holdings had not always been 2,000 acres. Initially, the property was without boundary, infinite for practical purposes. When Iowa became a state in 1846, the border became more defined, ringed by Osage orange hedge. The Burlington and Missouri Railroad’s coming had further diminished the Cromwell land. The Government took land that wasn’t theirs and ceded it to the Railroad. No matter. Rosey’s father found coal on the remaining property.

The trains stopped daily to refuel with coal from Rosey’s mine and water from his nearby spring. It also supplied transportation for Rosey’s cows going to market. Between those servicing the trains and housing 2,000 miners and their families, a town called Roosevelt Springs became necessary. Rosey was, of course, the mayor and the community’s leading citizen. Rosy had married a girl from Moab and lost her in only two years.

The mine, six miles north of the railroad line and the town of Roosevelt Springs, soon needed its own town. A mining town, Sego, blossomed to support 1,500 people. A narrow-gauge railroad spur was built between Roosevelt Springs and Sego. A spur moved coal to the railroad and transported Roosevelt commuters.

***
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Rosey was flush and ready for a new wife. Francis was passing through from her family home in Boston to Berkley, California, where she planned to pursue a master’s degree. To the dismay of her family, Des Moines was as far as she got. She met Rosey at the state fair and was smitten. He had the prize bull that year, and his apparent love of his animals and his glowing description of his Iowa farm captivated the girl from Boston. When the fair ended, Rosey took Francis home as his wife.

Francis arrived at the farm. The last part of the long journey involved a lengthy drive along an unpaved road, reminiscent of Leslie Lynnton’s first view of Riata. And, like Leslie, her first reaction was she had unwittingly entered an unfamiliar and unappealing world.

Francis rethought the meaning of the word serendipitous and wondered if it was time for Berkeley.

While still undecided about what she had gotten herself into, she discovered she was pregnant, and that was the end of that. Before long, she was Fran, out in the yard, wringing chickens’ necks, tending her garden. Then she cleaned the house and fed the field hands. The work was difficult for both genders. After men finished working at dusk, women kept working, then preparing breakfast for them in the morning before they went to the fields.

Then, Alex was born, a healthy six-pound baby who became the love of Fan’s life.

Roosevelt Springs and Sego prospered, as did Rosey’s farm, until, in 1951, the Railroad began using diesel-electric engines, ending the need for the mine’s products. Within months, they no longer stopped at Roosevelt Springs—didn’t even slow. Sego became a ghost town, and Roosevelt Spring’s population dropped to less than 500 people.

Not one to be beaten easily, Rosey sold off his cows and invested his savings in a new truck stop, diner, and motel to serve the Route 69 traffic. The grand opening of the new facility was in June 1957. It was an immediate success. “If I can’t fuel the trains, I’ll gas up the trucks.” To say it revived Roosevelt Springs may be an overstatement. But it sustained the town until Interstate 35 of Eisenhower’s highway system opened in 1960. To Rosey’s dismay, it bypassed Roosevelt Springs by just one mile. One mile was enough to eliminate traffic and devastate Roosevelt Springs’s economy once again.

Rosey sat in a rocker in front of his empty motel, watching the world bypass his town by just a mile. The lengthy line of vehicles passed in clear sight, not stopping, or even slowing. Rosey sighed. They don’t even know I’m here. People don’t know I’m here, and God doesn’t seem interested. He put his property up for sale with a realtor in Clear Lake. The local realtor had closed and left months previously.

There were no offers.

Near destitute, he abandoned the property and moved the family to Clear Lake, where they occupied a two-room shack on a farm outside of town. The farm, owned by the president of the Clear Lake Bank, an absentee owner, hired Rosey as farm manager. He counted himself lucky as he lamented his misfortune. They took his Roosevelt property for back taxes and the dearth of mortgage payments.

***
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Rosey wanted to raise Alex to be a farmer, but Alex’s mother had other ideas. This New England woman, independently minded, came from a wealthy family and had received a fine education.

They had fought when Alex graduated from high school. Rosey wanted him on the farm and planned for Alex to take over when Rosey retired to his porch rocker. Fran had other ideas, and the battle went on for weeks. It became a moot subject when the banker sold the farm, which was incorporated into the large corporate-owned industrial farm next door, and Rosey lost his job.

They shipped Alex off to live with Francis’s family in Boston. It was a shock as he discovered the culture of the big city, society, and wealth. Alex adapted quickly, though he remained conflicted between his small town, religious upbringing, and the new cosmopolitan environment. He enrolled at M.I.T. that fall, where he met an Atheist for the first time.

Alex did well in college, both academically and socially. He was tall, blond, and blue-eyed, with an Iowa haircut that the girls thought cute. The Boston Urbanites took a while to come around. But it didn’t take long before Alex’s friendly manner and corn-fed openness won them over. It helped that he tutored his classmates, having trouble with math. He was a wiz and never impatient with friends when they were slow to understand. The females were attracted to Alex. He was unassuming, unfailingly polite, and seemed unaware of fashion in his jeans and white shirts. The girls thought that was cool. Who was he to argue? The situation made the other young men crazy. But they needed tutoring. So, an uneasy truce prevailed.

Fauxbook, then a startup, recruited him two months short of the day he received a degree in computer engineering with an emphasis on software design. He had come to love his mother’s family, and they loved him, and they were all thrilled that he would work just up the road.

***
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The hill flattened at Main Street. Red brick buildings rose from the bottom of the gentle valley and dominated the town as they had for over one hundred and fifty years. The complex had been re-tasked many times. Originally, it was a woolen mill that supplied blankets to the Union Army. Fauxbook remodeled it to exceed its original aspect. They had blasted its exterior brick clean, restored and coated it with a modern matte finish Polymeric Coating. The building glowed orange, reflected in the Mill Pond at sunset.

The interior walls were stripped down to the brick, cleaned, and sealed with Silane-Siloxane to eliminate dust, and otherwise, left bare. Retrofitted dropped ceilings and such had been removed, and the original wood ceilings doubled as the floor above, supported by colossal hand hone wooden beams, which were restored and sealed. Silver air conditioning ducts, electrical conduits, and wire bundles were exposed. It felt like being inside a massive computer; this wasn’t far from the truth.

The commons and other spaces were small parks with paving stone pathways between well-maintained plantings and modern sculptures. Umbrella-covered tables lined the riverside, and the attractive Pier Walk traversed the Mill Pond. Hired street performers entertained in the larger areas occupied by young people traveling from one building to another or enjoying a break by the river. Smoking was forbidden on campus.

Alex reached up and pressed the button to activate the crossing light. The main entrance to the Mill was just across the street on the second floor. Two staircases, one from each side of the building, led upward to an arched doorway leading to the reception area. The arrangement reminded him of the dual stairways of the Antebellum mansions in the South, where the left staircase was reserved for females and their escorts relegated to the right to preserve ladies’ modesty. It seemed an odd accommodation, especially considering the building was in Massachusetts. He’d been told Jon had insisted.
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